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11 Ethnographic methods 
Cai Wilkinson 
Chapter sulillllary 
This chapter explores the process of generating the 'thick description' that is the product of 
interpretive ethnographic research. The chapter begins with an overview of the history of 
ethnographic methods and their current place within International Relations and Security 
Studies, before going on to outline the key characteristics of a critical interpretive ethno-
graphic methodology. In the following section, a three-stage model of the research process is 
presented and illustrated with examples taken from the author's fieldwork in Kyrgyzstan in 
2005~2006 on understandings of security. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 
limitations of ethnographic methods. 
Learning outcomes 
On completion, readers should be able to: 
• outline the key characteristics of an interpretive ethnographic methodology; 
• describe the stages of conducting ethnographic research and identify the different 
methods that can be used; and 
• identify potential limitations of ethnographic methods. 
Introduction 
Ethnographic methods are arguably more accurately described as a style of research rather 
than a formal method. The term is used to describe a range of qualitative data generation 
techniques that are naturalistic, meaning that they involve studying people or phenomena in 
their 'natural' setting or context, and produce accounts of research that are experience-near, 
meaning that they are based on people's experiences of events, actions and phenomena in the 
setting or context. A central characteristic, therefore, of ethnographic methods is that they 
involve 'fieldwork' of some sort in order to try and 'uncover emic (insider) perspectives on 
political and social life and/ or ground-level processes involved therein' (Bayard de Volo and 
Schatz 2004: 267). Traditionally this involved the researcher travelling to a particular place 
and spending an extended period of time, often years, living there as part of the community 
being researched. Increasingly, however, fieldwork is better understood as the process by 
which the researcher immerses herself and participates in the research context or field; while 
this may involve travelling to a different country or city, it could equally describe working in 
an organisation or institution or being part of a community such as an online forum. 
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\Vithin academia, ethnographic methods have been traditionally associated with 
anthropology, which focuses on the study of human beings' ways of life. \Vithin anthro-
pology, ethnography describes two related things: first, it is the process of conducting 
research; and second, it is the product of research, with an ethnography being 'a written 
account of a particular culture' (Seligmann 2005: 229. However, despite the close association 
of ethnography with anthropology, it is worth noting that ethnographic methods trace their 
origins back to the administrative practices of empire management: 
that is, in empires' needs to manage far-flung and distant outposts - colonial ones, to be 
sure, with all the paternalism and 'Orientalism' (Said 1978) and racism (and sexism and 
able-bodiedism, still largely unspoken of) they entailed, which marked those methods in 
ways their users are still contending with. 
(Y anow 2008: 188) 
As such, ethnographic methods have arguably been a long-standing f ea tu re of the practice 
of International Relations (IR) and politics, if not the discipline of IR, which preferred to 
develop methods that conformed more closely to scientific modes of knowledge production. 
Historically, ethnography has been defined by the researcher's prolonged immersion in a 
given geographical locale ('the field') and her focus on the everyday lives of the people present 
there. In this conceptualisation of ethnography, the field is conceived of as being geographi-
cally and socio-culturally bounded and participant observation is viewed as the method via which 
the researcher generates data for her ethnography, observing and recording what she sees, 
hears and experiences while partaking in the activities of the community she is studying. 
Over time, however, understandings of ethnography as a research process have evolved in 
response to anthropologists' concerns about issues of power, representation, othering and 
ownership. Indeed, addressing these issues has become central to the anthropological project, 
which, as Vrasti notes, 'has made a conscious effort to become aware of and distance itself 
from the Eurocentric assumptions that informed the early days of ethnographic writing' 
(2010: 81) and foster a more humane approach to the people being researched, who have 
moved from being 'subjects' to informants and respondents, this terminological shift acknow-
ledging their vital and active role in scholars' research. 
In addition, the need for a more flexible approach that can better accommodate the 
contemporary 'glocalised' social world in which geography is only one factor of many has 
been recognised. Greater recognition of the limitations of spatialized understandings of the 
field as a remote and geographically distinct location has helped broaden the focus of ethnog-
raphy beyond participant observation to include the use of interviews, documents and texts, 
images and material artefacts in order to 'explore processes not immediately or appropri-
ately accessible through participant observation' (Amit 2000: 12). This methodological 
diversification has led to ethnography gaining increasing recognition 'as a flexible and oppor-
tunistic strategy for diversifying and making more complex our understanding of various 
places, people, and predicaments through an attentiveness to the different forms of knowl-
edge available from different social and political locations' (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 35). 
Furthermore, from a practical perspective, 'in cases where government statistics are suspect, 
media outlets are controlled by political interests, and poverty, lack of infrastructure, illit-
eracy, or political violence impede survey research, ethnographic approaches are often the 
most reliable and practical means of collecting data' (Bayard de Volo and Schatz 2004: 269). 
The potential benefits of employing ethnographic methods have not gone unnoticed 
by scholars of IRs, particularly those adhering to constructivist and other post-positivist 
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perspectives. vVithin IR and Political Science, discussion to date has predominantly focused 
on how (or indeed whether) ethnographic methods can successfully and usefully be imported 
into the discipline. As Wedeen (2010: 255) notes, debate has often been fraught, largely due 
to the continued dominance of positivist knowledge claims in mainstream IR and Political 
Science. 
Positivist scholars have responded to the challenge posed by these methods by seeking 
to decouple method (how we collect or generate data) from methodology (the reasons 
why we use methods in a particular way), with the end result that ethnographic methods 
are, variously, erroneously viewed as being just 'fieldwork' (Jackson 2008: 91) or solely as 
participant observation (Pouliot 2007); 'trimmed down to fieldwork interviews and/ or 
subordinated to game theoretic models' (\iV edeen 2010: 259) and stripped of anything 
distinctively 'ethnographic' by the researcher's reluctance (deliberate or not) to engage 
fully with the political baggage of his research and chosen approach (cf. Montison 2010). 
The resulting 'ethnographic lite' forms have been presented as being compatible with 
International Relations' mainstream preference for positivism and, ironically, are not 
infrequently 'deployed in the service of the very sorts of objectivist aims that current ethno-
graphic approaches in anthropology and interpretive political science challenge' (\1Vedeen 
2010: 259). 
In short, despite claims that IR experienced an 'ethnographic turn' in the late 1980s, this 
has not led to the development of critical ethnographic methods, as Vrasti makes clear in her 
critique of IR's 'selective, instrumental and somewhat timid understanding of what ethnog-
raphy is and does' which has in the promise of critical ethnography in IR remained unreal-
ized (2008: 280). Instead, ethnographic methods have most commonly been (mis)understood 
in IR as simply a qualitative data-gathering technique (Vrasti 2008). In light of this, a central 
task of this chapter is to address not only the question of what ethnographic methods are, but 
how they can be used in critical Security Studies - i.e. the question of methodology. For, as 
Rancatore explains: 
Ethnographic methods, such as 'participant observation', are in some sense no different 
from any other technical mode of data collection, except that the methodology should 
provide philosophical support for their use. An ethnographic method permits a 
particular mode of access. What the methodology does with this access is to provide a 
philosophical basis from which explanations can be constructed for research questions 
from a variety of approaches. 
(Rancatore 2010: 72) 
By reconnecting these two aspects, it becomes evident that critical Security Studies and 
ethnographic methods are a complementary and potentially powerful pairing: critical 
Security Studies seeks to address questions concerned with the politics and power of security 
as a concept and practice and the consequences of how security's meanings are constructed. 
A critical interpretive methodology: concepts 
and principles 
In this section, I outline the fundamental principles and characteristics of a critical interpre-
tive ethnographic methodology. The qualification of'interpretive' is important, given that, as 
vVedeen points out, there is 'ethnographic work that is not interpretive and interpretive work 
that is not ethnographic' (2009: 85), going on to explain the distinction: 'noninterpretive 
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ethnography focuses on presumed values, and then looks for structure and system. An inter-
pretive ethnography centres on meaning, and at least in many instances, on process and 
history' (YVedeen 2009: 92). In other words, in addition to examining what the situated mean-
ings of an event or phenomenon are, an interpretive approach also examines how these 
meanings have come about by taking into account the historical, socio-cultural and political 
contexts in which they occur. 
At the heart of ethnographic research of any variety is the idea of creating a 'thick descrip-
tion' of a situation or phenomenon. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz illustrates the difference 
between a 'thin' or purely factual description and a 'thick' one with the example of 'two boys 
rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eyes'. For one boy, the action is 'an involuntary 
twitch'; while for the other it is 'a conspiratorial signal to a friend'. While the movement is 
the same in both cases, 'the difference [ ... ] between a twitch and a wink is vast, as anyone 
unfortunate to have had the first taken for the second knows' (1973: 5-6). In essence, there-
fore, the creation of thick description is one of contextualising what is being studied in order 
to understand what its meaning is in that particular context, situation or instance. However, 
in contrast to non-interpretive approaches, which stop at the identification of a wink or 
twitch, interpretive ethnographic methodology adds two further dimensions to the thick 
description that are closely connected and help elucidate how she has reached the conclusion 
that the rapid contraction of the boy's right eye was a wink and not a twitch: reflexivity and 
positionality. 
Crapanzano defines reflexivity as 'the need to be critically conscious of what one is doing as 
one does it' (2010: 56). By reflecting upon and articulating her thoughts, feelings, emotions, 
actions and reactions during her research, the researcher herself becomes a source of 
data that can contribute additional layers to the thick description that is being gradually 
developed. However, reflexivity is not simply a case of 'navel-gazing' about one's thoughts 
and feelings while doing research or writing the researcher into her research account via 
the use of first person pronouns and a statement of identity. It is a way of exposing and 
questioning our assumptions about how things are or how they work so that we can 
check these assumptions and refine our interpretations on the basis oflived experience - both 
other people's and our own. A vital part of this process is engaging in what vVedeen 
calls 'epistemological reflexivity' towards debates about 'security' and the discipline of 
IR more widely by 'posing questions about what bounds the discipline and normalizes 
its modes of inquiry, rendering other possibilities unsayable, unthinkable, irrelevant, or 
absurd' (2010: 264). 
These are questions that are integral for critical Security Studies. Furthermore, this level 
of questioning reflects the fact that reflexivity is not just something that can be bolted on to 
our research as a discrete issue to consider if it is to be able to interrogate the normative 
assumptions inherent in debates about 'security' and the discipline of IR more widely. 
Rather, reflexivity has to be made an integral part of the research process from start to finish, 
blurring the boundary between the processes of data generation and the findings that are 
eventually reported (Sultana 2007: 376). In this respect, reflexivity is not about being 
completely transparent about what we do and feel (if indeed this is possible), but rather about 
explicitly acknowledging the co-constitutive nature of the research process and results, and 
using it as a productive site from which to interrogate the meanings of security that have 
become evident during the research process by focusing on the ambiguities, dissonances and 
differences of the multiple interpretations that emerge. In effect, therefore, as well as being a 
methodology, it also becomes a method of conducting fieldwork and constructing research 
(Robertson 2002: 786). 
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Box 11.1 Thinking reflexively 
Reflexive thinking (also reflective thinking) is the process of self-conscious thinking 
about one's thoughts, behaviour, actions, feelings and emotions with the aim of being 
able to articulate how one has reached particular conclusions or interpretations. In the 
case of interpretive ethnographic methods, it is an important part of the entire research 
process, since it is only by reflecting on our choices, actions and interpretations thus far 
that we can decide how to continue with the research. J\!Iaintaining a reflexive stance 
also helps to avoid prejudgements and premature conclusions, since it requires us to 
consider questions of positionality (see Box 1 L2) and continually to be open to alterna-
tive viewpoints and interpretations that may challenge or inform our own. 
The process of reflection draws upon a range of information. The following ques-
tions are designed to help guide you through a cycle of reflection that is repeated 
multiple times over the course of your research as you reach your final interpretations. 
• \Vhat happened? This could be a conversation or interview, an event that you 
witnessed or something that you experienced. 
• How did you feel about it? Did you feel comfortable, nervous, uneasy, rushed, 
threatened, confused or baffled? 
• What was it about the event that made you feel that way? Previous experience? 
Knowledge of the people involved? Not knowing what would happen? Not 
understanding? 
• How did you react? 
• Thinking about the event now, how do you feel? Has anything changed? Are 
there alternative points of view or interpretations to consider? 
• \iVhat does the event suggest for I about your research topic? 
• Does the event link to other themes and issues of which you are already aware 
or raise particular questions? Does this confirm or challenge your current 
interpretations? 
• Is there anything that you'll do or think about differently in the future? 
• What do you need to do next to further your research? 
~While answers to these questions do not necessarily need to be included in your final 
written account of your research, ensuring that you answer them regularly in your 
research journal will create a systematic record of your research process that is essen-
tial for research validity (see Table 11.1). 
Being reflexive aims to provide a critical account of the researcher's actions and interpreta-
tions that extends to consideration of disciplinary, societal, cultural and personal norms and 
values. For many scholars, an integral part of this critical account is discussion of positionality, 
which is designed to situate the researcher in relation to her research and the field through 
reflection on her own norms, values, self-perception, identities, prior knowledge and experi-
ences and how they influence her research process and interpretations. However, position-
ality should not be viewed as simply a statement of identity or credentials, which risks reifying 
or stereotyping a particular identity (Robertson 2002: 788-789). Identities are multiple, 
fluid, situational and intersubjectively constructed, shifting in response to circumstance and 
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location, meaning that our positionality is as much the product of how other people position 
us, as how we try and position ourselves; what is a defining identity for the researcher in her 
everyday life may not be seen as salient - if indeed it is recognised at all - by the people with 
whom she interacts (Wilkinson 2008). The reflexive consideration of positionality recognises 
this and uses the shifts in identity that are experienced to generate additional insights into 
how the meaning of security is created, negotiated and sustained and with what effects. 
Box 11.2 Thinking about positionality 
Positionality describes the researcher's relationships to her research, which are recog-
nised as influencing the research process and outcomes. Thinking about our position-
ality and explicitly discussing it in our writing is considered important in ethnographic 
research as it is an acknowledgement of the subjectivity of all interpretations and helps 
to fully contextualise our findings for the reader. 
All of us have multiple identities that draw on a myriad of interacting factors such 
as gender, nationality, ethnicity, class, sexuality, educational background, political 
beliefs, cultural background and interests, place of residence, professional status, 
relationship status, age and religious or philosophical beliefs. All of these factors affect 
how we experience and interpret the world around us. A politically conservative 
middle-aged white Canadian businessman will experience Kyrgyzstan quite differ-
ently from a young female Japanese human rights activist, for example, and their 
experiences will shape their respective understandings and interpretations. 
Reflecting on our positionality allows us to consider not only how - and which 
of - our identities affect our interactions and interpretations, but how others' percep-
tions of us may affect our research. Which of our identities will be salient to our 
research is context-dependent. In thinking about your positionality, you may wish to 
reflect on the following questions, both in relation to your everyday life and in relation 
to your specific research context: 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
vVhat social, academic and professional roles have you experienced? Do these 
experiences affect how you choose to present yourself? 
vVhen are you aware of differences in values, beliefs or behaviour? To which 
identities do these relate? 
How do the people with whom you interact see you? Does this affect their 
behaviour towards you? How? 
vVhat does it mean to be a particular nationality, ethnicity, class, religion, 
sexuality or gender in a particular place? Are there stereotypes or beliefs about 
what people with any of these identities will be like? 
What privileges do your identities give you in terms of access, rights, freedom from 
socio-cultural norms and/ or status? To which identities does this relate? 
Do you experience discrimination on the basis of any of your identities? vVhich ones? 
These questions are by no means exhaustive. Articulating your identities and how they 
do (or don't) affect your relationship is a useful exercise in being reflexive. Not only can it 
help make you aware of cultural or social assumptions and power hierarchies, it is also an 
initial step in considering how to manage our identities during the research process. 
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The final aspect of a critical interpretive ethnographic methodology that needs outlining 
is that of how to ensure that ethnographic interpretivist research is valid. In contrast to 
positivist research approaches, the validity of interpretive research is governed by inquiry 
being able to 'demonstrate its truth value, provide the basis for applying it, and allow for 
external judgements to be made about the consistency of its procedures and the neutrality of 
its findings or decisions' (Erlandson et al. 1993: 29). Most centrally this means that any 
research, regardless of whether it is objectivist (usually known as positivist) or interpretivist 
(post-positivist), must demonstrate that it is rigorous and systematic, or, in other words, that 
it is trustworthy. \i\Thile positivist criteria for establishing trustworthiness are internal and 
external validity, reliability and objectivity, post-positivist criteria are credibility, transfera-
bility, dependability and confirmability (see Table 11.1 ). 
Credibility is defined as 'the compatibility of the constructed realities that exist in the 
minds of the inquiry's respondents with those that are attributed to them' (Erlandson et al. 
1993: 29). It is ensured by prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation -
every piece of data used should be confirmed by at least one other, preferably different 
source, with the degree of convergence between different sources providing a standard 
for evaluation. In addition, member checks, peer debriefing and the creation of 'holistic 
views of the context' through the use of photographs, documents and other materials to 
provide background are used to create a credible account of the research (Erlandson et al. 
1993: 138-139). 
Traniferabiliry, as with positivist paradigms, is assessed in terms of the extent to which the 
findings are applicable to other contexts or populations. However, this should not be taken 
to mean that interpretivist research design can be evaluated against a criterion of reliability 
or generalisability. Rather, the researcher attempts to describe in great details the interrela-
tionships and intricacies of the context and phenomenon being studied. Thus, the result of 
the study is a situated thick description that cannot be directly replicated, although, as Wedeen 
observes, the research approach could be replicated in that: 
Subsequent researchers can go to the field, and even if they do not talk to the same 
people, they can be made aware of the range of meanings relevant to a particular 
phenomenon under study, because meanings are socially, not simply individually, 
accessible. 
(\Vedeen 2010: 265) 
The 'thick description' that has been generated, however, enables observers of other contexts to 
make tentative judgements about the applicability of certain observations for their contexts and 
to form 'working hypotheses' to guide empirical inquiry in those contexts. Thick description is 
Table I I.I Establishing trustvvorthiness: positivist and post-positivist terms 
Criterion 
Truth value 
Applicability 
Consistency 
Neutrality 
Positivist term 
Internal validity 
External validity 
Reliability 
Objectivity 
Interpretivist term 
Credibility 
Transferability 
Dependability 
Confirmability 
Source: Adapted from 'Establishing Trusiworthiness: A Comparison of Conventional and Naturalistic Enquiry', 
Table 7.1, in David A. Erlandson et al. (1993: 133). 
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central to facilitating transferability by providing a detailed and contextual account of the 
research. Purposive sampling also facilitates transferability, being 'governed by emerging insights 
about what is relevant to the study and purposively [seeking] both the typical and divergent 
data that these insights suggest' (Erlandson et al. 1993: 30-33). 
Dependability describes the criterion of consistency. In contrast to positivist claims, consist-
ency does not necessarily imply replication, since changes in findings may be caused not only 
by error but also by altered circumstances or 'reality shifts'. Therefore, Erlandson et al. 
suggest that the interpretivist researcher should be aiming for 'trackable variance', i.e. 'vari-
abilities that can be ascribed to particular sources (error, reality shifts, better insights, etc.)' 
(1993: 34). 
Coi?finnability refers not to the establishment of objectivity - which is held to be impossible 
due to the inherently situated nature of knowledge production - but to the idea that data can 
be tracked to sources and that the logic of enquiry is both explicit and implicit in the study. 
This criterion recognises that the researcher is a co-constructor of her findings and requires 
explicit reference to the role the researcher has played in his or her choice of methods, deci-
sions and interpretations. 
Taken collectively, these criteria offer a set of standards that can guide the researcher 
both while undertaking fieldwork and during the process of writing. However, they offer no 
guidance about how the researcher should conduct her research in terms of actual methods 
used to access or generate the data that is then interpreted. 
Ethnographic methods: how, what, where, 
why and when? 
\rVhile there is no definitive right way to undertake interpretive ethnographic research, it is 
possible to identify three phases through which one's investigations progress: an initial 
'legwork' phase of exploration and preparation, a 'fieldwork' phase in which experience-near 
data is generated, and a subsequent phase of 'deskwork' and 'textwork' (Y anow 2009: 279). 
Depending on the scale and design of the research being undertaken, there may only be one 
cycle of these three phases (as shown in Figure 11.1) or several, or the initial phase may be 
followed by a series of alternating fieldwork and deskwork phases. It should be stressed, 
however, that within these phases, progress may not be linear or stepwise, as will be illus-
trated in this section using the case of my own research into societal security and securitiza-
tion theory, which was based on fieldwork conducted in the post-Soviet Central Asian 
republic of Kyrgyzstan in 2005 and 2006. 
Legwork 
The research process begins when the researcher starts to think about her research project, 
what her working questions are and how she intends to answer them. vVhile the initial ques-
tion may be posed by someone other than the researcher (as in the case of commissioned 
research, for example), most commonly the researcher herself is the source of the question, 
with her chosen topic reflecting her interests, prior experience and knowledge. At this stage, 
the question may be very broad or even just a hunch or sense that a particular topic would 
be interesting. Further investigation is then required to ascertain if the line of inquiry is 
worth pursuing. Conventionally this will mean undertaking a literature review, but may also 
include talking to people with knowledge of the topic and/ or location on which the proposed 
research will focus, such as policy-makers, NGO workers, 'locals' and other researchers, or 
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Figure 11.1 The research process. 
even making a preliminary visit to possible research sites. The aim is not only to refine the 
initial question into a working question (or several of them) that will guide the research, but 
also to start thinking about how it will be possible to answer them in terms of data 
generation. 
The initial impetus for my research came from an undergraduate course that had 
included securitization theory and an interest in Kyrgyzstan that had developed as a result 
of spending a year studying Russian philology in the capital, Bishkek, during my under-
graduate studies. Securitization theory, and especially the idea of societal security, had struck 
me as concepts that could be useful in Central Asia, a region that has gained a reputation for 
instability and insecurity since the collapse of the USSR in 1991. l\!Iy familiarity with 
Kyrgyzstan made it a logical place to test out securitization theory and examine how 
security functioned in a part of the world that only came to many people's attention in the 
wake of 9/ 11, when it suddenly found itself labelled as a hotbed of Islamic terrorism and 
extremism. 
Once my initial research proposal had been accepted and I had formally started the 
research process in October 2004, over the following months I spent a lot of time reading 
academic literature on the Copenhagen school, Central Asia and Kyrgyzstan. In addition, I 
started following events in Central Asia and especially Kyrgyzstan closely by reading online 
versions of local newspapers and news agency reports in Russian and reportage from organ-
isations such as the Institute for vVar and Peace Reporting, Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty and International Crisis Group in English. In order to keep track of events and 
sources, I began blogging 'news roundups', 1 which helped me begin to identify themes, 
trends and dynamics and refine the focus for my research. 
This preliminary legwork phase was in effect the first cycle of data generation that 
functioned as a base layer on which to begin building up the thick description, and 
also began to make me aware of some of the problems of using securitization theory 
(VVilkinson 2007a). Furthermore, it also served as a useful reminder of the provisional nature 
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of our understandings and interpretations and that circumstances can very rapidly 
change radically. Protests about electoral irregularities began in Kyrgyzstan in January 
2005 and continued in the following months before suddenly and largely unexpectedly 
escalating into a mass protest on 24 March that led to the ousting of the President and 
several days of widespread looting in Bishkek. This event, known either as the Tulip 
Revolution or, less evocatively, as the 'March events', fundamentally changed the socio-
political situation in Kyrgyzstan and marked the start of an extended period of instability in 
the republic. 2 IvI y prior knowledge of Kyrgyzstan was not made obsolete and still provided a 
starting point, but the importance of not assuming that particular social and political 
dynamics were still present was thrown into stark relief. I continued to follow events as 
I made arrangements to travel to Kyrgyzstan in September 2005, but was far less sure what 
to expect or what would be possible to do by way of data generation than I had been when 
I had started. 
Fieldwork 
Once the fieldwork phase begins, the researcher faces a very fundamental question: how to 
locate 'security' in the field? She no longer has the 'advantage' of merely 'observing how 
others advocate [security]' to paraphrase Eriksson (VVcever 1999: 317); she is now on the 
ground alongside her research subject and faces many of the same issues as her informants 
as she tries to make sense of events going on around her. Contrary to what theory often 
suggests, events do not happen in a step-wise, logical, measured fashion. Rather, they are 
'messy' - seemingly unpredictable, random, spontaneous, and in the field have to be dealt 
with in unedited, complex and multiple forms. In such circumstances, as noted earlier in this 
chapter, ethnographic methods offer a flexible approach to research that is well-suited to 
accommodating the 'mess' and contingency that is encountered to at least some degree 
during fieldwork of any sort. 
Kyrgyzstan's continued instability after the March events of 2005 meant that security 
was an often mentioned subject, be it in terms of state viability or territorial integrity, 
high corruption levels or, at the human end of the scale, the continuing high levels of poverty 
and poor health indicators. This impression is only strengthened by the fact that both mass 
media and analytical coverage of post-Akaev Kyrgyzstan tended to focus on the prevalence 
of phenomena associated with instability: public demonstrations, assassinations, the 'crimi-
nalisation' of the country, the inability of the government to carry out reforms or respond 
to the demands of the public. But with 'security' being mentioned frequently and in many 
contexts, the challenge was how to study it in way that was meaningful to the people whom 
I met. 
At this point theoretical models did not offer much guidance and my sense that the 
Copenhagen school's analytical tools were not quite as sensitive as I had hoped grew stronger: 
there was no room for discussion of what constituted 'normal' politics and who defines it - a 
fraught question in Kyrgyzstan even before March 2005 - and, even more frustratingly, 
no space to consider the questions of how and why events developed in a particular way, 
why people participated in a particular protest or not, nor how it related to their lives and 
communities. Most worryingly, securitization theory risked obscuring the interconnections 
between different communities, identities, issues and points of view both within Kyrgyzstan 
and internationally. In this respect, it felt like it was a choice between classing everything 
or nothing as security. After all, given the unstable socio-political conditions, virtually all 
issues were being framed in existential terms on multiple levels: the future existence of the 
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country was being questioned, as was the future of many societal groups, including the 
Kyrgyz themselves, and on the personal level people did not know how they would live in 
the future. 
Reflecting on these initial impressions, I decided to proceed with a number of data 
generation techniques in order to try and access a range of parts of 'the story'. Participant 
observation formed the backbone of my approach. Initially this involved spending my 
time walking around Bishkek's centre and observing people as they went about their 
daily business. I kept a record of what I saw (and when and where) and my thoughts, 
interpretations and questions that occurred to me. I also began talking to people about 
the socio-political situation. At first I did this informally, making notes after conversations 
with friends and acquaintances, but over time I compiled a wish list of people whom 
I thought it would be useful to interview and set about contacting them. I identified 
journalists, young people, representatives of ethnic community organisations and people 
involved with NGOs as four groups that were likely to offer a range of perspectives on 
security and what it meant in Kyrgyzstan beyond official narratives. I used a semi-
structured approach to interviews with a basic set of questions that served as a starting 
point. Beyond these questions, however, my respondents took the conversation where 
they wanted, which frequently led to them sharing their own experiences. I also used a 
direct check question during interviews: 'what does security mean to you?' On its own 
this question would have been wholly inadequate, but within the wider context it proved to 
be very important in picking up nuances, contradictions and ensuring I did not leap 
to conclusions on the basis of limited information. In addition, from a theoretical 
perspective, it further highlighted the need to understand what we - and others - mean when 
we use certain words, since no word is value-neutral and our usage is informed by a myriad 
of socio-cultural factors that require explicit interrogation by the fieldworker (Wilkinson 
2007b). 
Based on my experience of government officials in post-Soviet countries, I decided that it 
was not worth interviewing government officials, since it was unlikely that, when faced with 
a Western researcher (even a young, female and Russophone one),3 the interviewee would 
deviate from the official position in his answers, and I could obtain a more complete 
overview of the government's presentation of security by analysing speeches and official 
documents, which I duly began locating and collecting. I also began collecting newspapers, 
since their coverage of events and commentary provided further parts of 'the story', eventu-
ally sending eight kilograms of material back to the UK to sift through during the deskwork 
phase. 
'Vithin a week or so of arriving in Bishkek I was aware that people were holding protests 
outside government buildings on an almost daily basis and I started photographing protests 
when I saw them. I was reminded of the Copenhagen school's comment that security is often 
expressed indirectly or implicitly through particular words or actions (Buzan et al. 1998: 2 7). 
In Kyrgyzstan, one word/action that seemed to implicitly mean security was 'miting', 
meaning 'a protest', and I began to pay closer attention to the dynamics of these frequent 
occurrences. In order to more fully document what took place during the protests and 
their narratives, I took photographs. As well as photographing people who were present/ 
participating individually and, where possible, collectively to record the scale of the event, I 
paid particular attention to the placards and banners that were being displayed. The variety 
of messages suggested that different groups were using the protest to express their own 
concerns (societal insecurity) rather than directly supporting the organisers' claims and 
demands (see Figures 11.2 (a)-(c)). 
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Box 11. 3 Mixed messages 
1he 29 April 2006 Protest in Bishkek 
This protest was the second mass demonstration in a series held in Kyrgyzstan's capital 
between March andJune 2006. This protest, which was billed as the 'Kyrgyz Maidan' 
(echoing Ukraine's 2004 revolution), was attended by between 5,000 and 17 ,000 people. 
(Official estimates put attendance at 5,000- 7,000, the protest leaders claimed 15,000-
17,000. My own estimate would be no more than 7,000.) Officially, the demands were 
the same as those made at a previous protest on 8 April 2006: that the President and his 
government immediately implement measures to prevent the criminalisation of the 
country and ensure people's security (Saralaeva and Toralieva 2006), or resign. 
Prior to the protest, the organisers announced their intention to set up yurts on 
Bishkek's central Ala-Too Square and stay there until they got an undertaking from the 
President to do what they wanted. However, even before the protest started, it was 
evident that the protest itself was seen by some as a threat to Kyrgyzstan's security; a 
group of 14 associations and 12 political parties formed a forum for reconciliation and 
spoke out against the organisers, accusing them of wanting to stage a coup and seize 
power (Nialevanaya 2006). Media reports indicated that the government was preparing 
to respond to the possibility of unrest, with the Minister for Internal Affairs promising 
protesters 'a surprise' on 27 April. Feeling a little wary, I set out to see what was 
happening: 
As the photographs that follow illustrate, there were multiple 'security' issues and 
dynamics being expressed during the protest, from the state's choices about keeping 
armed male military and police personnel in the background (Figure l l .2(a)) and 
deploying only unarmed female police cadets on the square (Figure l l .2(b)), to the 
range of issues about which people chose to express concern in addition to the official 
message (Figure l l .2(c)) . Photographs helped document this diversity and thus access 
a wider range of perspectives than would otherwise have been possible, and which 
were not reflected in most coverage of the protest by journalists or analysts. 
(a) 
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(b) 
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Figure 11.2 (a)-(c) Photographs taken at 29 April 2006 Protest in Bishkek,© GW. 
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I continued to conduct interviews, observe and write field notes, collect newspapers 
and official documents throughout the fieldwork period, which lasted until latejune 2006. 
With each new cycle of data generation I was able to add to the thick description that 
was developing, and which would soon have to be written up. Yet as I prepared to leave 
Kyrgyzstan, I was worried: I'd ended up with a lot of data - 32 transcribed interviews, 
thousands of words of field notes in various formats, kilos of newspapers, over 500 
photographs of protests and other events, as well as several gigabytes of electronic sources 
including NGO reports and copies of speeches - but if anything I felt overwhelmed by the 
volume of information and more confused than ever about how to make sense of all 
the information and turn it into a readable account that had a clear line of inquiry and 
conclusion. 
Deskwork and textwork 
All the sense-making processes that one experiences in the field continue during the 
'deskwork' and 'textwork' of processing data and creating one's analysis: reviewing events, 
perceptions, reactions, rereading interviews and printed sources, re-examining photographs, 
allowing the researcher to test and refine her interpretations in relation to previous and 
other interpretations (Yanow 2009: 278-279), rendering the divide between fieldwork and 
textwork 'artificial, and, in many ways, impossible' (Vrasti 2010: 84). However, the central 
task now is to write up and present the research and, crucially, link it to theory and/ or 
disciplinary concerns that may have taken a backseat during the fieldwork phase (Zirakzadeh 
2009: 101). 
Conventionally, the process of writing has involved transformation of praxis into a formal 
methodology: the researcher is expected to edit out the 'messiness' of her fieldwork, tie up 
loose ends, systematise her account and show the stepwise progress of the research (which 
may not have ever actually happened that way) and adopt a 'view from nowhere' as a mark 
of apparent scientific objectivity (Gold 2002: 224). In contrast, writing ethnographically is 
'an exercise in being truthful about the distance we travel from research questions to finished 
manuscript' (Vrasti 2010: 84). Writing becomes a method in itself (Yanow 2006) insofar as it 
is a process of 'making sense' of all information, checking interpretations through triangula-
tion, and, most importantly, moving from an author-centred account to a reader-centred one. 
Early drafts are likely to be author-centred in the sense of being confessional and providing 
a detailed narrative account of 'what really happened' as the researcher herself experienced 
it. W'hile this helps makes sense of the data from the researcher's perspective, for the reader 
it can be excruciatingly long-winded, rambling and confusing. The aim, therefore, is to 
create a reader-friendly account that not only presents the thick description that has been 
created, but that also presents the reader with explanation and analysis of key themes and 
findings without erasing the researcher's presence and participation in the creation of the 
knowledge presented. 
This means that the final account needs to present not only the researcher's interpreta-
tions and conclusions, but also the process through which these interpretations were reached 
(the traceability criterion) and why (the credibility criterion). v\Triting is not an innate 
skill and writing critically and/ or ethnographically often involves challenging our own 
assumptions about how we 'should' write and what an appropriate tone is; think of how 
often you have been told that academic essays should use the passive voice and avoid using 
first person pronouns, for example. However, as Yanow rightly notes, writing in different 
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ways can be learned (2009: 294) and creates space for 'other voices' that are traditionally 
silenced in our research accounts (Doty 2004)- an endeavour at the heart of critical Security 
Studies. 
Issues and limitations 
As well as logistical and practical issues, which I address later on, a central problem is 
that interpretive ethnographic methods make significantly different knowledge claims 
from other research methods that are commonly used in IR and Security Studies and use 
different criteria against which to test them, as shown in Table 11. 1. The unfamiliarity 
of many scholars with these criteria makes 'explicit statements of methodological concerns 
and methods procedures' necessary in order to be understood correctly (Yarrow and 
Schwartz-Shea 2006: xiii). The inclusion of these issues to our accounts not only adds to 
their length - an issue that should not be underestimated given the ubiquity of strict word 
limits - but can be misinterpreted as a loss of authorial authority or a lack of scientific rigour 
by scholars unfamiliar or hostile to interpretive approaches, rather than as a reminder to 
readers of the research that 'the fieldwork process is imperfect but not fatally flawed' (Magolda 
2000: 2010). 
Similarly, from the perspective of traditional scientific enquiry, rather than being part of a 
flexible and responsive methodology, reflexivity can perhaps seem like a justification for 
opportunism or even wilful distain or disregard for research design (Heathershaw 2009: 257). 
This can be particularly problematic when writing research proposals that demand a clearly 
defined research question and plan for how the research will be done. In contrast, ethno-
graphic methods invite inductivism (Bayard de Volo and Schatz 2004: 268), i.e. starting with 
observations and using them to generate hypotheses and potentially mid-level theories, 
which is at odds with the deductivist approach to much IR and Political Science scholarship, 
where theory provides the starting point for investigation. While there is no instant solution 
to these issues, being clear about how ethnographic methods are being used and what sorts 
of insights they can generate is a positive first step. 
Second, there are logistical limitations to consider. Ethnographic methods are not fast 
or clear-cut ways of generating data. Regardless of where the fieldwork is conducted, 
thick description takes time to develop and then refine into a final account. It is also open-
ended insofar as it would in principle be possible to continue the cycle of data generation 
and interpretation indefinitely, creating thicker and thicker description. In practice, field-
work is usually either curtailed by how long one can spend in the field, or because saturation 
point has been reached in those further interviews, observations, speeches or other data 
do not suggest alternative interpretations to those that have been reached. A further 
useful check can be to ask oneself how thick does the description need to be based on the 
question being investigated and the intended audience and proceed accordingly (Wilkinson 
2010: 106). 
Finally, practical issues cannot be ignored and may prove to be limitations. At the legwork 
stage, it is vital to consider the viability of undertaking fieldwork in a particular location, not 
only from the perspective of personal safety (both the researcher's and her respondents) 
but accessing 'the field': does the researcher have any necessary linguistic expertise or can a 
suitable interpreter or translator be found? Are particular sources of information or data 
available? How will she make contact with potential interviewees? In addition, matters of 
ethics must be addressed,_ ideally not only as a formality to gain approval, but also in terms 
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of what is actually possible and practicable to ensure ethical practice, since the \Vestern 
concept of informed consent often does not fit neatly with the reality of ethnographic 
research, especially in non-Western settings. 
Conclusion 
In most cases, with sufficient forethought and careful monitoring and adjustment to one's 
actions, practical issues will not prove to be deal-breakers for undertaking interpretive ethno-
graphic research, although they will inevitably shape it. Indeed, the necessity of engaging 
with the reality of people's lives, rather than ignoring them, is one of the chief benefits of 
utilising ethnographic methods for Critical Security Studies, since as a result the researcher 
herself experiences 'security'. 
Extending critical engagement to ethnographic methods then invites the research to 
address a further set of questions relating to power and political responsibilities, as Vrasti 
explains: 'In doing ethnography, it is not sufficient to pay careful attention to everyday prac-
tices, one must also assume the political responsibilities that come with "the specification of 
discourses", with asking questions like "who speaks? who writes? when and where? with or to 
whom? under what institutional and historical constraints?" '(2008: 294). As these questions 
suggest, the use of ethnographic methods in combination with a critical methodology requires 
the researcher to consider her own relationships to the field of study - defined here as 'secu-
rity' rather than a particular location - and its people, politics and practices and articulate 
her answers to these questions in the presentation of her research. 
Please see the companion website for a seminar exercise. 
Questions for further discussion 
I Is research done using ethnographic methods just 'telling stories' and/ or 'navel gazing'? 
2 ·what factors affect how 'thick' one's description needs to be? 
3 vVhat does the field of 'security' look like? 
4 vVhat are the advantages and disadvantages of including consideration of positionality 
in one's research? 
5 Are ethnographic methods a realistic option for research in CSS and IR more widely? 
Notes 
http:/ /mental-wanderlust.blogspot.com/. I was subsequently invited to write roundups for the 
neweurasia blog project, so switched to blogging there and continued to do so throughout my field-
work: http: I hvww.neweurasia.net/ author I cxw I. 
2 Kurmanbek Bakiev, who replaced ousted president Askar Akaev in 2005, was himself ousted in 
April 2010. 
3 Issues ofpositionality that I encountered are discussed in detail in the work of Wilkinson (2008). 
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